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Introduction
New York City has the largest public education system in
the United States, serving over 1.1 million students in 1,700
schools.2 Given its size, the city school system is a good place
to explore the potential associations between various educational reforms and questions of adequacy and fairness. Education research linking governance to equity and adequacy is
not new (Elmore, Abelmann, and Fuhrman 1996; Ward 1991;
Coleman 1986). Wise (1983) indicated that the origins of
adequacy in the school finance literature probably stem from
San Antonio v. Rodriguez, a landmark federal case in 1973. In
the early stages of equity discourse, Garms (1979, 416) recognized that "...any attempt to separately analyze the effects of
multiple goals must have a way of separating the allocations
for those goals." This challenge remains as we consider what
it means for an education system to be "adequate." The very
terms begs the question, "Adequate for whom, and for what?"
(Clune 1994). Guthrie (1983, 471) noted, "It is difficult to define
adequate [emphasis in original] with respect to education.
Research has provided little scientific ‘truth’ to help in this
effort, and no uniform set of societal values exists with which
to measure adequacy."
The purpose of this study was to assess the equity and adequacy of the NYC schools through analysis of the distribution
of key resources before and after its 32 decentralized community school districts were recentralized into ten administrative
regions in 2003. The study used a framework for assessing
adequacy based on economic, sociological, and legal perspectives where the discussion is framed around adequacy of
educational inputs, school processes, and educational outputs
(Alexander 2004).
Background
Researchers from a broad array of disciplines have grappled
with the question of how organizational structure and governance can affect student performance. Scholars and practitioners alike have argued the benefits and disadvantages
of top-down or bottom-up reform (Honig and Hatch 2004);
centralization and decentralization (Weiler 1990); and loosely
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coupled or open systems (Weick 1976; Sunderman, Levin,
and Slee 2010). In New York City, there had been a longstanding argument to recentralize its schools that dated back to
the school system’s initial decentralization in the 1960s. It
took more than three decades and years of lobbying on the
part of New York City mayors for the pendulum to swing to
mayoral control of public schools and greater centralization.
This change was important because as Tyler (1987, 315) noted,
“[T]he internal processes of the school [are] …the articulation
and elaboration of the inter-relationship among tasks, people,
goals and structures.” This articulation can affect the perceived adequacy of the educational system as a whole, from
the inputs invested, to the programs offered, to the performance of the students served.
Seeds of Centralization
The early years of New York City school system were marked
by corruption and a centralized system of education that
promulgated that corruption. In response, the state legislature
re-established an independent board of education, whose
members were appointed by the mayor. However, once the
membership was appointed, the board was able to operate
as an independent agency; its membership had fixed terms
and the power to hire the school superintendent and oversee
policies. This state of affairs continued for almost a century
from 1873 until 1969 (Ravitch, 2010; 1974).
In 1969, a new, more decentralized system of governance
was established. Over time, schools were overseen by a sevenmember board of education. Each of the city’s five borough
presidents selected one member of the central board with
the mayor appointing two members. With this arrangement
came the sharing of power between the 32 community school
districts and the central school board. Members of the local
community boards were elected by the general public, and
they, not the central board, had authority over school personnel and budgets. However, while the vestiges of centralization
were being removed, the corruption of the system remained;
that is, the decentralized nature of the NYC public education
system was also marked by its own issues of corruption and a
lack of accountability. As noted by Moscovitch et al. (n.d., 45),
“The new [1969 hybrid governance model] was large, unwieldy, and yielded virtually no academic achievement. There
was little accountability amid competing power struggles between the central board of education, the community school
boards, and the appointed chancellor.”
Quest for Mayoral Control
New York City mayors continued to wage a battle with the
local community boards in an attempt to wrest power from
their grasp. In 1996, then Mayor Rudolph Giuliani achieved a
victory when a state law removed the operational functions
of the community school boards and detailed the power of
the city chancellor of schools. The power of local boards was
greatly diminished but not eliminated. While the chancellor
hired all district superintendents, the choice was limited to a
list approved by the community school boards. Still, governance of the school system became more centralized under
this change.
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In 2002, the legislature granted Mayor Bloomberg control of the New York City school system shortly after he was
elected to office in that year.3 The law was set to sunset in July
2009, but was renewed for another six years until June 30,
2015. The city's business community remains a strong supporter of maintaining mayoral control, but many lawmakers
and interest groups, including the New York City Civil Liberties Union, have been devising plans to weaken the mayor's
power.
Governance and Adequacy in New York City Schools
The years from 2002 through 2007 marked important
changes in governance beyond the transfer of power from
local communities to the mayor. During that time, the mayor
and his appointed chancellor of schools, Joel Klein, reorganized city schools from 32 community districts into ten
administrative regions. Proponents of this change argued that
it would increase accountability, efficiency, and performance.
While these measures are important aspects of how one assesses the success of the NYC schools, this article is primarily
concerned with the associations between important changes
in governance and questions of equity and adequacy.
Adequacy of inputs is aligned most closely with past research on equity of resource allocation where fiscal neutrality,
horizontal equity, and legitimate differences serve as important guideposts for policymakers who seek, or are forced to
consider, greater equity (Alexander 2004). Providing equity
in access characterizes this focus. Miner (1983) articulated an
early example of this approach when he defined adequacy
by identifying the required quantity of schooling inputs per
pupil and determining the unit cost based on regional differences.4 However, the assumed linkage between resources and
outputs remain.
That missing link is often subsumed in discussions of
adequacy of schooling processes. Research in this area is
grounded in sociology and often involves quantitative and/or
qualitative descriptions of how schools work and the interactions among individuals within them. This research yields
insights into what educational policies mean for students and
other individuals who have to operate within school systems;
it provides an important foundation for discussions on how
money matters. This consideration of adequacy may be illustrated in the curricular offerings made available to students.
Discussions of adequacy bring to the discourse arguments
on how these outputs may be achieved by explicitly linking
schooling inputs, schooling practices, and the attainment
of particular standards. While fiscal neutrality marks a focus
on inputs, neutrality of results is a focus on outputs. With
regard to the latter, this means there should be no systematic
association between student characteristics and achievement under the appropriate funding formula for an adequate
system. In this context, adequacy of outputs is reflected in the
proportion of students meeting proficiency standards set by
the state and local governments.5
Research Methods
This study encompasses the time period 2002-2007. These
years were chosen because in 2002 the state legislature
granted mayoral authority over the NYC schools that led to a
Vol. 40, No. 3, Summer 2013
2

Alexander: And Then There Were Ten: Equity and Adequacy of New York City Sch

Educational Considerations
Published by New Prairie Press, 2017

extent that schools did not fit the prototypical grade format,
the recommendation regarding the number of core teachers
needed may be inaccurate. Fourth, the process of calculating
an adequate number of teachers by school does not speak
to their knowledge, skills, and dispositions, all of which could
influence student performance and the equity of opportunities afforded to children. Notwithstanding these limitations,
important insights regarding the level of adequacy and the
degree of equity vis à vis the presence of adequate numbers
of faculty may be gained from this study.
Findings
Figure 1 shows the distribution of the mean and coefficient
of variation of the distribution of the percent of students who
were proficient in English language arts (ELA) over the six
years of the study. The percentage of students considered
proficient in English Language Arts increased from 44% in
2002 to 63% in 2004. By 2005, this percentage declined to
50% and then rose to 60% in 2006. While the percent of
students considered proficient in ELA rose over time, the
coefficient of variation for that distribution dropped. This
suggested that gaps between schools in terms of their
average student proficiency narrowed over the time period
studied.

Figure 1 | Distribution of the Percentage of Students
Proficient in English Language Arts, 2002-2007
70
60
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major reorganization of the school system where its 32 decentralized community school districts were recentralized into ten
administrative regions in 2003. Then in 2007, the NYC schools
underwent another major reorganization, and the legislature
revamped the state education funding system.
Three measures of adequacy were analyzed: (1) student
proficiency rates in English language arts (ELA); (2) the distribution of full-time-equivalency teachers across the school
system’s ten administrative regions;6 and (3) the distribution of
core curricular offerings. The data source for ELA student proficiency rates and number of teachers was the New York State
Department of Education school report card database.
Student proficiency in English language arts was selected
because research indicates that reading ability is a good proxy
for future academic success (Cunha, Heckman, Lochner, and
Masterov 2006; Heckman 2006; Heckman and Masterov 2007).
Second, research makes clear that of the schooling factors
that matter, teachers matters most. Because there is little consensus on what are good indicators of high-quality teachers
(Allgood and Rice 2002), this study used the proxy measure
of adequate numbers of teachers,7 based upon the following
prototype: 24 teachers for a prototypical elementary school
(grades K-5) where prototypical was defined as an enrollment
of 432 students; 18 teachers for a prototypical middle school
(grades 6-8) where prototypical was defined as an enrollment
of 450 students; and 24 teachers for a prototypical high school
(grades 9-12) where prototypical was defined as an enrollment of 600 students.8, 9
Next, the study calculated how many teachers would be
considered adequate for each NYC school. First, the ratio
of actual school enrollment to prototypical enrollment was
calculated. Then, the ratio was multiplied by the number of
teachers considered adequate for the prototypical school. For
example, an elementary school with 300 students would have
a ratio of .694 which would then be multiplied by 24 to yield
17 as the adequate or number of teachers for this particular
elementary school. Similar steps were followed for all schools
in the study. Finally, an adequacy ratio was calculated for each
school by dividing the actual number of teachers employed
by the adequate number of teachers required. If the ratio was
equal to or greater than 1.0, the school was designated as
having an adequate number of teachers. If the ratio was less
than one, the school was not considered to have an adequate
number of teachers. The mean and coefficient of variation
were then calculated to determine the mean level of adequacy
that existed across schools in terms of the number of teachers
employed. The distribution of this measure was also calculated to get a sense of the equity of this distribution.
While the adequacy measures described above served as a
useful proxy for the equity of the school system over the years
examined, several limitations need to be acknowledged.
First, to the extent the demographic makeup of the school
deviated from the prototypical school as defined in this study,
the adequate number of teachers needed may be underor overestimated. Second, the calculation of the adequate
number of teachers needed presumed a prototypical schooling organization that spanned specified grade levels. To the
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Note: The number of schools varied from year to year, as
follows: in 2002, n=673; in 2003, n=658; in 2004, n=697;
in 2005, n=712; in 2006, n=713; in 2007, n=720.
Figure 2 graphs the distribution of teachers across the
school system using the mean and coefficient of variation of
the adequacy ratio. These measures remained relatively flat
between 2002 and 2004 then rose sharply in 2005, declined
slightly in 2006, and again rose in 2007. The difference in the
means of the first three and last three years of the study could
simply be measurement error; that is, changes in the data
format did not allow the adequacy ratio to be adjusted for
varying enrollment size. However, while this is a major limitation in terms of comparing trends from 2002 to 2004 with
trends from 2005 to 2007, patterns within each set of three
years should be consistent. It is important to note that while
schools increasingly tended to have an adequate number
of core teachers, the gaps between schools on this measure
5
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Figure 2 | Distribution of School Adequacy Ratios, 2002-2007
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Notes: CV = coefficient of variation. The number of schools
varied from year to year, as follows: in 2002, n=861; in 2003,
n=873; in 2004: n=1,099; in 2005, n=1,121; in 2006, n=1,231;
in 2007, n=1,318.
seemed to be increasing two years after the assumption of
mayoral control of the schools.
Because the employment of an adequate number of teachers does not necessarily speak to the opportunities afforded to
children, the study also examined changes in the percent and
distribution of core courses taught. The table below contains
the mean and coefficient of variation of the percent of core
courses taught between 2005 and 2007. There was a decline
in the percent of core courses taught from 84% in 2005 to 65%
in 2006. This decline was accompanied by an increase in the
variation in the distribution, suggesting a widening of the gap
between schools and the type of curriculum offerings available. By 2007, the percentage of the curriculum devoted to
core courses increased to 77%, which while higher than the
previous year, was still lower than the percentage in 2005. In
addition, the coefficient of variation also declined, suggesting
more horizontal equity among schools on that measure.

Table |

Distribution of the Percent of Core Classes
Taught by Schools, 2005-2007

Percent of
Core Courses

schools. This pattern suggests that there may have been key
benefits to centralization as indicated by the advocates of
greater mayoral control. However, the spike in improvement
and subsequent dips give pause to accepting that explanation fully. Because the initial sharp rise occurred shortly after
implementation of mayoral control and the recent inauguration of the new mayor, it is not clear how much of the improvement merely reflected the novelty of the approach.
Weiler (1990) argued that decentralization is an example of
political expediency where the benefits of increased accountability, efficiency, and responsiveness are more rhetoric than
reality. A similar prognosis may be made of the patterns found
in the question regarding the increased adequacy of the
resources provided to New York City schools after recentralization. In the years immediately following implementation of
mayoral control, there was little change in the mean number
of schools that employed an adequate number of full-timeequivalent core teachers. This fact coupled with the sharp
rise in this ratio was promising if it was not merely reflecting
a change in the measure of that ratio. If the changes were
indeed valid, this was supportive of the mayor’s claims that
increased control would allow for a more efficient and adequate allocation of resources. However, the bad news was
the widening gaps between schools, as evidenced by a rising
coefficient of variation for this distribution. If overall improvement came at the expense of those schools that were previously not well-served by the system, then that should give
policymakers pause on continuing down that path.
The provision of an adequate number of teachers and the
relative performance of children may be considered inputs
and outputs into the education system, respectively. In addition to looking at those factors, this study also looked at the
throughput of core curriculum offerings in between 2005 and
2007. Over this short time period, changes were inconsistent
where a rise in the percent of core courses initially fell but rose
again. The only encouraging result was that an increase in
the mean was associated with a decrease in the coefficient of
variation. In the end, the results of the analysis of the equity
and adequacy of NYC public schools in the years immediately
preceding and during mayoral control offered mixed results.

Year
2005

2006

2007

Mean

83.98

64.90

77.28

Coefficient of Variation

0.115

0.351

0.161

N

1,122

1,232

1,318

Summary and Conclusion
This article analyzed the equity and adequacy of the New
York City Schools after its 32 decentralized community school
districts were recentralized into 10 administrative regions in
2003. Looking at measures of performance after the initial implementation of mayoral control, there tended to be a general
increase in the percentage of students who were considered
proficient in English language arts. Moreover, this improvement did not come at the expense of increased gaps among
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Endnotes
1
Thanks to Andrew Barron for his assistance with data
gathering for this study.
General information about New York City Schools, including
demographic information, may be found at the New York City
Department of Public Education web site: http://schools.nyc.
gov/AboutUs/default.html.
2

By 2002, the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, terrorist
attack decreased opposition to mayoral control on the part of
teacher unions, and the increased lobbying efforts on the part
of advocates of mayoral control came together to give Mayor
Bloomberg a decisive victory.
3

The 2010 consultant report by Odden, Fermanich, and Picus
is an extension of that approach.
4
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Tying notions of adequacy to academic standards set by
state policymakers is consistent with trends in the legislative
and judicial arena, including litigation in New York State
(Campaign for Fiscal Equity 2000), Ohio (Ohio Coalition for
Equity and Adequacy 2003) and Kentucky (Rose v. Council for
Better Education 1989).

5

Hereafter, all references to teachers are to full-timeequivalency teachers.

6

Schools not listed as part of a district within New York City
were excluded from the analysis.

7

This is consistent with the approach of Odden, Goetz,
and Picus (2010,146-147) whose recommendations for an
adequate number of core FTE teachers were based in part on
the organizational level of the school.

8

If schools did not fall clearly into these categories, they were
grouped where they fit most appropriately. For example,
schools that ranged from K-5 were categorized as elementary schools, and schools that had grades ranging from 7-8
were categorized as middle schools. Schools serving grades
that had overlapping categories (e.g., PK-8) were categorized
based on the number of grades in one category and the highest grade served. Thus, schools serving PK through 6 were
grouped with other elementary schools. Alternative schools
that spanned grade levels labeled “UE” (ungraded elementary)
were excluded from the analysis.

9

References
Alexander, Nicola A. 2004. “Exploring the Changing Face of
Adequacy.” Peabody Journal of Education 79 (3): 81-103.
Allgood, Whitney, and Jennifer King Rice. 2002. “The Adequacy
of Urban Education: Focusing on Teacher Quality.” In Fiscal
Policy in Urban Education, edited by Christopher Roellke and
Jennifer King Rice, 155-180. Greenwich, CT: Information Age
Publishing.
Campaign for Fiscal Equity Inc. 2000. Reforming New York
State's Flawed School Finance System. In Evidence: Policy Reports
from the CFE Trial. Vol. 2. New York.
Clune, William. H. 1994. “The Shift from Equity to Adequacy in
School Finance.” Educational Policy 8 (4): 376-394.
Coleman, Peter. 1986. “The Good School District: A Critical
Examination of the Adequacy of Student Achievement
and Per Pupil Expenditures as Measures of School District
Effectiveness.” Journal of Education Finance 12(1): 71-96.
Cunha, Flavio, James J. Heckman, Lance Lochner, and Dimitriy
V. Masterov. 2006. “Interpreting the Evidence on Life Cycle Skill
Formation.” In Handbook of the Economics of Education, edited
by Eric A. Hanushek and Finis Welch, 697-812. Amsterdam,
Holland: Elsevier.
Elmore, Robert F., C. H. Abelmann, and Susan H. Fuhrman.
1996. “The New Accountability in State Education Reform:
From Process to Performance.” In Holding Schools Accountable:
Performance-Based Reform in Education, edited by Helen F.
Ladd, 65-98. Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution.

Educational Considerations
Published by New Prairie Press, 2017

Garms, Walter I. 1979. Measuring the Equity of School Finance
Systems. Journal of Education Finance 4(4): 415-435.
Guthrie, James W. 1983. “Funding an 'Adequate' Education.”
Phi Delta Kappan 64(7): 471-476.
Heckman, James J. 2006. “Skill Formation and the Economics
of Investing in Disadvantaged Children.” Science 312 (5782):
1900-1902.
Heckman, James J., and Dimitriy V. Masterov. 2007. “The
Productivity Argument for Investing in Young Children.”
Review of Agricultural Economics 29(3): 446-493.
Honig, Meredith I., and Thomas C. Hatch. 2004. “Crafting
Coherence: How Schools Strategically Manage Multiple,
External Demands.” Educational Researcher 33(8): 16-30.
Miner, James. 1983. “Estimates of Adequate School Spending
by State Based on National Average Service Levels.” Journal of
Education Finance 8(3): 316-342.
Moscovitch, Ruth, Alan R. Sadovnik, Jason M. Barr, Tara
Davidson, Teresa L. Moore, Roslyn Powell, Paul L. Tractenberg,
Eric Wagman, and Peijia Zha. n.d. “Governance and Urban
School Improvement: Lessons for New Jersey From Nine
Cities.” Newark, NJ: The Institute on Education Law and Policy,
Rutgers. http://ielp.rutgers.edu/docs/MC%20Final.pdf.
New York State Education Department. n.d. “New York State
Report Cards.” Albany, NY.
Odden, Allan, Mark Fermanich, and Lawrence O. Picus. 2003.
A State-of-the-Art Approach to School Finance: Adequacy in
Kentucky. North Hollywood, CA: Lawrence O. Picus and
Associates.
Odden, Allan R., Michael E. Goetz, and Lawrence O. Picus.
2010. “Merging Costs with Effective Resource Strategies.”
In Smart Money: Using Educational Resources to Accomplish
Ambitious Learning Goals, edited by Jacob E. Adams Jr.,
141-156. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press.
Ohio Coalition for Equity and Adequacy of School Funding.
2003. Briefs and Decisions in DeRolph v. State of Ohio School
Funding. Columbus, OH: Brickler & Eckler, LLP.
Ravitch, Diane. 2010. The Death and Life of the Great American
School System: How Testing and Choice are Undermining
Education. New York: Basic Books.
______. 1974. The Great School Wars: New York City, 1805-1973.
New York, NY: Basic Books.
Rose v. Council for Better Education. 790 S.W.2d 186, 60 Ed.
Law Rep. 1289 (1989).
Sunderman, Gail L., Ben Levin, and Roger Slee. 2010. “Evidence
of the Impact of School Reform on Systems Governance and
Educational Bureaucracies in the United States.” Review of
Research in Education 34(1): 226-253.
Tyler, William. 1987. “‘Loosely Coupled’ Schools: A Structuralist
Critique.” British Journal of Sociology of Education 8(3): 313-326.
Ward, James G. 1991. “Why Educational Adequacy Remains an
Elusive Goal.” School Administrator 48(8): 13-15.

7
5

Educational Considerations, Vol. 40, No. 3 [2013], Art. 3
Weick, Karl E. 1976. “Educational Organisations as Loosely
Coupled Systems.” Administrative Science Quarterly 21(1): 1-19.
Weiler, Hans N. 1990. “Comparative Perspectives on Educational Decentralization: An Exercise in Contradiction.” Educational
Evaluation and Policy Analysis 12(4): 433-448.
Wise, Arthur E. 1983. “Educational Adequacy: A Concept in
Search of Meaning.” Journal of Education Finance 8(3): 300-315.

8
https://newprairiepress.org/edconsiderations/vol40/iss3/3
DOI: 10.4148/0146-9282.1091

Vol. 40, No. 3, Summer 2013
6

